of mere aesthetic innovation; they further carry a political value that responds to prevailing ideological assumptions. It is in this sense that imagetexts are "a site of conflict, a nexus where political, institutional, and social antagonisms play themselves out in the materiality of representation" (91); in certain contexts they can even become "precisely motivated interventions in the semiopolitics" (91) of a particular medium.
In the light of the pictorial turn that is still unravelling today, how should we think the relationship between literature and visuality, as embodied in the imagetext? What are the "politics of inscription" (Mitchell 1994, 109) involved in the articulation of imagetexts? This chapter attempts to answer these questions from the Chinese perspective, by examining two works by Xu Bing 徐冰. Xu Bing is one of the most eminent contemporary Chinese artists today, widely celebrated in international art circles for his innovative and often philosophical treatment of linguistic material in visual art installations. To discuss his works under the rubric of literature may seem somewhat anomalous at first, for visual creations are, "by default", more properly suited to the field of fine arts. But institutionalised boundaries, as we know, are disciplinary straitjackets that often fail to capture the generic fluidities of experimental practices, which constantly strive to negotiate and destabilise these boundaries. The line between the literary and non-literary becomes even less relevant in the case of Xu Bing's artworks, in which text and textuality are central themes, just as they are in literary criticism.
In the following sections, I look at two literary art works by Xu Bing with complementary titles: Tianshu 天書 or A Book from the Sky and Dishu 地書 or A Book from the Ground.2 These works take shape in various material forms,
